k)

DOCUMENT RESUME

ED 090 581 Cs 201 267

AUTHOR Williams, Melvin G.

TITLE Black Literature vs. Black Studies: Three
Lynchings.

PUB DATE Apr 74 | S o

NOTE 14p.; Paper présented &t the Annual Neeting and

Conference of the College English Association
(Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, April 1974)

EDRS PRICE MF-$0,75 HC-$1.50 PLUS POSTAGE
DESCRIPTORS *Aesthetic Education; *English Instruction; Literary
, . Styles; *Literatuve Appreciation; *Negro Literature;
Poetry; Social Problems; Undergraduate Study

ABSTRACT .
When studying Afro-American literature, even in an
English class rather than Black Studies class, both student interest
and the topic tend to lead discussion toward sociological, not
literary, aspects. However, the teacher should emphasize repeatedly
the aesthetic dimensions of an artistic work as well as the various
literary forms in which a social event or problem may be expressed.
As an example, this paper discusses three different treatments of
lynchings. In one, Leslie Pinckney Hill presents a restrained, quiet
attack on the corruption represented by such murder in the form of a
traditional Italian sonnet. In another, Claude M¥cKay, also writing in
formal sonnet form, and prophesying a bleak future, raises questions
of irony and paradox in his poeti¢ creation. Richard Wrigat
dramatizes the violent act in a short story, allowing the reader to
sense the scene by limiting what he reveals. Literary study chould
never stress subject matter at the expense of literary wanner. (J¥)ow
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According to Nick Aaron Fordl a reader should judge
Afro-American literature according to its "significant human
experience," its "cultural and racial significance," and its
"relevance," as well as according to esthetic standards. And he
is right to make his criteria so inclusive, righ;‘to"fepudiate
"the overwhelming insistence upon aestheticism as the major cri-
terion." Yet even when the works of black authors are studied
in an English class (as distinct from a Black Studies class), many
times the pressures of hoth student interest and literary subject
matter will insistently force the balance toward the sooiological
rather than the literary. One African writer explainé{hié'oﬁﬁ
oreative practice "Whenever you write:prose or poetry or drama k
you are wrifing a social critioism of one kind or ahothérfrflf you‘
don't you are completely 1rre1evant-—you don't count nZ

A class may be readlng a slave narrative by Gustavus Vassa or'ff* .
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most esthetically sensitive students are likely to look at it first

as a social document. To put it metaphorically, the litsrature is

a window through which they will look at an age and a/problem and
perhaps also-a personality. The notion of style then may be regarded
as either a flaw or a decoration in the window--visible, but of little
importance in itself. This attitude is convincingly asserted by
Clarence Major, who maintains that "all excellent art is social; the‘.
proper movement of human art is to shatter illusions and make con-

crete the most explicit and useful.realityt"3.,

Now to be sure, one would hardly want to propose a standard of
art for art's sake in the study of any literature today, whether
black or not. Yet early in even an introductory course a teadher
needs to acquaint his students with the esthetic dimension of their
reading, and he will have to bring them back to it'again and again as
their study continues. One effective approach is to choose a subject
which meets all the sociological criteria to‘begin with-~if must be
significant racially, culturally, and humanly. Itvﬁill doubtless al-

80 be relevant for these very reasons.

Such a SUbJeCt is lynchlng, a practice whlch was dlstlnct1Ve1y

~,Amer1can and which is 1dentif1ed wlth a particular era in our natlonal_‘

";:hlstory, a lawlessness whose v1etims were almost always hlack and

‘;} whose pev etvators almost alfays whlte.; But 1ynchin"1tself is only




Williams Lynchings ~ 3

of the paper and its readers as about the facts of the case itself.
There are firstfperson accounts by witnesses, both the supporters

of the act and the black community who were its victims. There are
poetic‘accounts, presented in varying degrees of specificity, in
many different verse forms, and from the perspectives of many
different speakers. And there are also fictional treatilents, em- -
bedded in plots whose conflicts and whose characters are developed
at greater length.Y Of the very many possibilities, let us consider

just three.

X X X X XXX XXX

One of the simplest is a little-known poem by Leslie Pinckney
Hill called “So Quietly."® The title refers to a news item from
the New York Times which ‘records a lynching at Smithville, Georgia
in 1919, an abduction whieh happened so quickly that, it was re-
ported, no one aboard the train even knew that the victim had been
snatched away until the train was out of town.
So quietly they stole upon their prey
’And dragged him out to death, so without flaw
Their black de31gn, that they to whom the law
~ Gave h1m in keeplng, in the broad bvight day,

'twere not aware when he was snatched away,

i
' ”;And when the peop"e, W1th a shvinkln"gwgs_eiijfffh?eqiﬁ»‘

pThe hor”‘pyof that‘mangled’body saw.
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So, too, my country, stealeth on apace

The soul-blight of a nation. Not with drums
Or trumpet blare is that corruption sown,
But quietly--now in the open face

0f day, nbw in the dark--and when it comes,

Stern truth will never write, "By hands unknown.,"

Notice that the speaker recalls the case with an ironic
quietness of his own, first telling of the "black design" of the
white lynchers and describing the murdered victim only generally as
"the horror of that mangled body." The poem turns out to be about
something more than just that single vicious act, however. The
transition "so, too" links the "soul-blight of a nation" in a
present-tense parallel to the historical event., Like the lynching,
this blight is also presented in only general terms: it is merely
"corruption,”" nothing more preciSe. Oneyﬁho recogniies in the lan-
guage an allusion to St. Paul's New Testament proelamation'will re-
call the force of his ancient prOphesy: that although meh,sow‘

- corruptior, "the dead shall be raised incorruptibie" (I‘Cor; 15,52)(
But the seeaker in'the'boem'is much“lees forceful‘thah this.“His
iefh'tpose 1s a QUlet one in wh1ch he concludes that when the corruption :

zfsymbollzed 1n the lynehings matures and is ready for the harvest,
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It may seem strange to observe that this muted attack is ﬁre-
sented in the form of an Italian sonnet which rhymes abbaabba,
cdecde, with the poem divided into two stanzas. Is it too tradition-
al? Too western? Too controlled? It meets exactly the qualifica-
tions which Thrall, Hibbard, and Holman cite in their Handbook to

Literature: "The octave bears the burden; a doubt, a problem, a

reflection, a query, an historical statement, a cry of indignation
or desire, a vision of the ideal. The sestet eases the load, re-
solves the problem or doubt, answers the query, solaces the yearning,
realizes the vision,"6 Perhaps one can complain at its use of a
sterile pvetic convention, yet its style does suit the tone of
restraint and even the title of quietness. Further, it sustains the
appeal of the poem to "my country." The speaker is still a pdrt of

its historic values in spite of everything.

Among many other questions one-might raise about the poem,
certainly it is important for a class to inqﬁire about the sort of
Audience for which it was intended. 'Fob unleés it is only the 1yrica1‘
ery of a pa1nfu1 soul, it must have been directed orlginally toward
‘some group of potent1a1 readers, Are they whlte rather than black,rf‘ ’f:iq
ffor instance? Yes, probably, for blacks as a group have known all |

,, 'too much about such 1ynch1ngs. Nothlng in the poem adds to the1r S

7”;gfautual awar”:ess for 1t provides 1itt1e that is speclfic beyond,a i{ $;1
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abuse which blacks suffered at the hands of whites and which for
decades powerful white-owned newspapers reported to their readers in
the most objective terms, Would a desired effect of the poem then

be a combination of both increased awareness and guilt?

Finally, a class might also want to read a remark of James

Baldwin's as a gloss on the poem and then to consider its implica-

.

tions both for this author and for all biack artists. "To be a
Negro in this country and to be relatively conseious," he maintains,
"is to be in a rage almost all the time, So that the first problem

- is how to control that rage so that it won't destroy you."7
X X X XXXXXXX

This is not the only sonnet about a lynching, howevenr.
Claude McKay has also written such a poem, his called simply
"The Lynching":

His spirit in smoke ascended to high heaven.
His father, by the cruelest way of pain,
Had bldden him to hlﬂ bosom once again;
‘The awful sxn remained st111 unforglven.
All nlght a brlght and solltary star o

- (Peruhance the one that ever guided him,

";;Yet gave h m up at last to Fate's;w;‘d whlm)

Hung pltifu11y7o eribh
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Day dawned, and‘soon the mixed crowds came to view
The ghastly body swaying in the sun:
The women threonged to look, but ﬁever a one

1

Showed sorrow in her eyes of steély blue;

And little lads, lynchers that were to be,

Danced around the dreadful thing in fiendish glee.8

This is not about how "they" dragged out their 'prey" to be
"mangled," nor is it an excuse to castigate--however quietly--the
country from whose ranks the guilty lynchers came. No, McKay begins
instead on a spiritual note, and he corcludes with "the ghastly
body still swinging in the sun." 1In spite of the violence of the
act of lynching iteelf, however, the language and form of this poem

~are again quiet and traditional and formal. Without a break into a
separate stanza until the final couplet, this sonnet'rhymee

abbacddceffe, gg. The first quatrain describes the rising of the

vxetim s spirit to heaven, the second the bright but pitiful star

at nlght, and the third the erowd who ‘arrive w1th the 1ight‘e£ day.‘
‘Like~H111!s poem th;s,one ends with a prophesy, but the'future this
time is seen as bleak.. In a final couplet “the speaker describes

'fsons who are learning at ‘the knees of their blue eyed mothers to

:*-;mature into “lynchers that were to be.",ee;fe»ﬂl~e-»f
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some students would be bound to argue., Yet whatever the cause, the
words which make up the phrase are unevenly linked. To be a "little
lad" is not only to be at an innocent age; the language itself is
romantically poetic. An American does not write or speak of "lads"
very often in any context. But then for these lads to become
"lynchers" is abruptly to change romance back to brutal reality,
Furthermore, to have the youngsters in the company of blue-eyed
women is to eompound the paradox, for these women are not described
for ‘their attractiveness or innocence or motherly warmth. On the
contrary,<it‘is just these qualities which they must lack by being

on the scene at all. Their eyes are cold and "steely blue."

Once a reader has begun "0 think of the irony or paradox of the
poem, perhaps he will want to ask if McKay's use of the sonnet fofm
itself ie a kind of irony too. Maybe one will want to consider his
many other poems that are written as sonnets and dsk what use he has
made of this- old form which could have a bearing on his practice here.
Among other possibilities, could the form and the tone taken: together
poss1bly be an example of the kind of pretendlng that Dunbar had in
mlnd when he wrote h1s famous poem titled "We Wear the Mask"? Wh11e

one is maklng comparlsons to hlS other poemsz 1t mlght also be use-

‘ffghkful to keep in mlnd that McKay was not a native American.a Hie,exeyh‘ff
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regard one might also care to think about the alliterative language

again, for "lads" would have been entirely acqeptable in the speech

of one who was a Jamaican before he became an American.

How necessary is it for one either to raise or to answer all
of these questions? Not necessary at all, just useful. These are
not only esthetic investigations. The issue is the larger one that
John Ciardi phrased so succintly a decade ago in the title of his

poetry anthology, How Does a Poem Mean?

XX XX XX XXX

The third example is not a poem but part of a story in Richard

Wright's early collection called Uncle Tom's Children, the story

titled "Big Bov Leaves Home."9 This time the reader has a fuller

context for the deed. Unlike the two poems, the characters here

have names: Bobo, Big Boy, Buck, and Lester, The victim--Bobo--

is not yet a grown man. That‘he has shot a white mah~provides reason
‘enough for the mob to go after him yet the white sgoldier's death was
not planned.  The gun, in fact, had already killed two in the group

of black boys before it was wrenched out of his hands and fired at
‘him. ‘An air of y04tnfu1 innocence is very much a part of the reader s
’awareness as he reads on toward the end of the story.» He knows that

7{.jthe*boys had bgen playlng hookey from school and had been swmmming§¢?f¥77T;
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but most of the time cannot see very clearly what is happening.

In order to dramatize this physical situation the reader is
allowed to sense rather than just to read the stc:iy, for Wright is
very careful to limit what is reavealed about the scene. One hears
the voices and fhe footsteps of the mob, the whistle of the north-
bound train, the yelping of the dogs, the singing of the women, the
scream of Big Boy's frienq Bobo. He feels cold water up to his

“ knees. He smells the stench of the hot tar. And finally he feels

the gentle rain on his face,

Even as the details are outlined here, the story appears to be
starkly bealistic-~even naturaliétic. ‘The boys act and react; they
do not have an opportunlty to think. The world of white rules and
white terror is a faect of their reality, but they c¢an control neifher
it nor themselves. All this the reader comes to: understand not
through author intrusion but through dlalogue,;especlally through
short and choppy bits of conversation:

"Everybody git-back'""" ;

"Look ! Hes gotta finger'" iy il
ne MON' | GIT THE GALS BACK. 'FROM THE FIRE'" o
"He's got one of hlS ears, see?“ - o

;f“Whuts the_matter'";
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children tvying to endure in the face of & white antagonist who will

not go away. One may wish to consider them as a different géneration

from Uncle Tom, for isn't the book called Uncle Tom's Children? But
what has changed here? Two boys were shot, The black community is
frightened but unable to act. One small cottage is burned to the
ground., A third boy is mutilated and burned until he is dead. Aﬂother
boy escapes to the visionary North in the hidden compartment of a
truck. But in the community nothing else is different, either for the

hlacks or for the whites.,

What then has beenthe point of it all? Like all documentary or
naturalistic works of fiction, this story permits a reader to see a
situation as it is. But that was not enough. As Saunders Redding
has observed, "Wright put everything in to arouse an audience which
he hoped would be white, as principally it was. Only rarely did he -
write for Negroes, and only then when he was pressed, and then only
on political subjects, He reasoned that Negroes already knew the
" particulars of what it was to haVe"uncertainty as a way of life' and
'of 11V1ng W1th1n the v1v1d present moment and lettlng the meanlng of

that moment suffice ae a ratlonale for llfe and death.f~ But whltes .

~ didn not know, 80 he had to tell them 110
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iffar from being disturbing, is an accepted and comforting aepect of i

ithe American scene, ratifying that framework we believe to be eo -
H]hnecessary. Whatever unsettling questions are raised arc evaneecant,ffief_*
ftitillating, remote, for this has nothing to do with ue, it ie |
.feafely ensconced in the social arena,:where, 1ndeed, it has nothing
7“toldo with anyone, so that finally we r*ceive a very definite thrill‘f

,of virtue from the fact that we are reading such a book at all. _r;x*

fThis report from the pit reaesuree us of its reality and 1t3 davknessffff'”

fand_of our ownkealvation; and 'Ae long as euch books are be.ng

n American 11Lera1 once said to me, '°V°”Ythinf'will
;be all right '"11 ¢ e o

~ Although some teachers may prefer to pureue a similar exeroise
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o 8Claude McKay, Seleoted Poams (New York‘ Harcourt Brace,f&'
and World, 1889), p.,av.,lj'”"‘*' e '

»__,_,9nichapd Wpight, "Big Boy Leaves Home," Uncie Tom's Children

', "Everybody's Protest Novel," Notes of &




